g6          EXPLORATION  AND   DEFINITIONS

self: be sure, however, that I have not shirked the task that I
imposed upon others. I shall merely note a few reflections, the
fruit of a fairly long practice. I would not offer them if I
thought they were totally worthless j but I must insist that the
chief interest of the experiment lies beyond the reach of these
general remarks, in the enriched experience of individual stu-
dent and individual teacher.

The first point that these biographies bring out with great
clearness is that the formation of literary taste is by no means
purely a bookish affair. Taste, personality, life, cannot be sev-
ered. "Literature," even World Literature, as we said in our
first chapter, begins in the nursery. It is not a matter of indif-
ference what stories are told a child, and by whom they are
told. Blessed is the baby who has the right kind of a grand-
mother! To be a mother is a very exacting business: to be a
grandmother is an art. The nurses who could tell fairy tales
and sing ballads with unfeigned delight are almost an extinct
race 5 and with the old-fashioned nurses vanished the genuine
nursery tale, created anew, out of immemorial themes, for the
small entranced individual listener. We have to accept the fact
that, in the pre-literate age, our children are largely fed on the
comic sections. They command grown-ups to read the words
that float ectoplastic out of the characters' mouths; they keep
the Sabbath-day by hearing those stories over the radio. This,
and not the tradition of Perrault and the Grimm Brothers, is
now the basis of our American folklore. It is transmitted
through the living voice and the picture long before the written
word has opened its secret.

Visual influence, by the way, does not vanish with the nursery
stage. In the first books we read, the illustrations count far more
than the text. Gustave Dore has affected young imaginations
more vividly than most poets. Somewhat to my surprise, I found
that in America the Napoleonic Legend had remained visual
rather than literary. Thousands of books have been written
about the Corsicanj but what we have in mind, when we read
the prestigious name, is a series of dramatic scenes, famous